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As a philosophical, logical and linguistic concept, modality has been the object 
of continual scrutiny since the time of Aristotle. In the domain of linguistics, modality 
generally, denotes a speaker’s judgment of and attitudes towards his utterance. 
However, most of the past studies have treated modality as a notion associated with the 
meanings of modal auxiliary verbs.  
Since the late twentieth century, there has been a new interest in modality at home 
and abroad, and linguists, have conducted extensive research from various perspectives. 
Among them are the Systemic Functional linguists, represented by Halliday. They 
argue that modality is a subsystem of the mood system, having the function of 
realizing the interpersonal meanings of language. It is not only associated with modal 
verbs, but also with interpersonal metaphor, modal adjuncts, modal adjectives and 
modal nominal equivalents. 
 Based on the theoretical framework of Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar, 
this paper ventures to investigate the linguistic representations, the frequency, the 
distribution and the function of modality in the fictional discourse, especially in the 
language of dialogues in fiction. It also attempts to provide a new perspective to get 
better understanding of the design of the language in fictional discourse. 
The results of the analysis show that the modality expressions used in the 
characters speech can help to disclose the relationship of the speakers and reflect the 
character’s personality.  
The thesis falls into five parts. The introduction sets out the outline of the thesis. 
Chapter One reviews the history of modality studies in different branches. Chapter 
Two explains the theoretical background of the present research and presents some key 
issues of modality in Systemic Functional Linguistics. Chapter Three focuses on the 
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and analysis are given to illustrate the frequency, distribution, value and metaphorical 
use of modal expressions. The conclusion generalizes the whole thesis and points out 
the significance of this study. 
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Language can be used to describe the knowledge about the real world or to 
maintain certain social relationship among people. Sometimes, it can be used to 
describe the factual matters—what is true and what is not true, what has happened and 
what has not happened. Nevertheless, our abilities to know the real world and to deal 
with the social relations are fairly limited, as compared with the vast world and the 
complicated interpersonal relations. Therefore, language can also be used to describe 
what may, or may not, be true; what ought to be and what ought not to be, what certain 
individuals are capable of and what is impossible for them, what obligations we have 
to fulfill or to refrain from doing. All these later notions together, constitute the 
concept— modality (Kreidler, 1999). 
 Modality, as a philosophical and linguistic concept, has been the object of 
continual scrutiny in logic, philosophy and particularly in linguistics since the age of 
Aristotle. Researchers in different disciplines have approached it from different 
perspectives. Aristotle, for example, focused his attention on the notions of 
“impossibility”, “possibility”, “necessity” and the relations between them, and 
provided the basis for modal logic, which is one of the most pursued branches of logic 
today. Lyons (1977) dealt with modality at a semantic and philosophical level, with his 
focus on the logical characterization of necessity and possibility and the making of 
important semantic distinctions such as that between subjective and objective 
epistemic modality. There are also some linguists whose treatment of modality stands 
at the level of semantics, such as Ehrman, Palmer, and Coates. In cognitive linguistics, 
great achievements have also been made in the study of modality from the cognitive 
perspective. Cognitive linguists attach more importance to the effect of the speaker’s 
cognition on semantics. Modality is treated as the linguistic reflection of the human’s 
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 However, as has been pointed out by Hoye, linguistic discussions of modality in 
English have, for a long time, primarily focused on the syntactic and semantic 
behavior of the modal auxiliaries, and the ways in which they affect the meaning of the 
sentence or clause in which they appear. (Hoye, 1997)  
With the development of linguistics, some researches have been dedicated to 
studies of modality in specific genres of both spoken and written discourses, (Butler 
1990; Thompson 1996). Critical linguists (e.g. Kress and Hodge 1979; Fairclough 
1989) see the relationship between power and knowledge. They argue that in the power 
situation the speaker translates uncertainty about status into uncertainty about the 
status of his utterances. Thus, expressions of modality are used by the speaker to 
protect his utterances from criticism. 
Over the recent years modal expressions have been studied with reference to a 
wider set of related items, including evaluation and appraisal. They are seen as 
important linguistic resources for realizing the social relationships between the 
participants along dimensions such as power and solidarity. Studies of modality are 
then expanded to the question of how language construes and is construed by its social 
context. 
Modality, treated in Systemic Functional Grammar, is regarded as the chief 
linguistic device used to realize the interpersonal meanings of language. Halliday 
(1994) recognizes that ‘there is in fact a wide range of variants for the expression of 
modality in the clause…,’ ‘Speakers have indefinitely many ways of expressing their 
opinions or rather, perhaps, of dissimulating the fact that they are expressing their 
opinions….’ He also holds that text is a unit of meaning rather than a unit of grammar 
that is larger than a sentence. A text, which is the realization of communications, is 
concrete, and can be seen and analyzed. Only at the level of text, can we have a 
thorough understanding of modality and its importance in the realization of 
interpersonal meanings in each text (Li Zhangzi, 2000).  
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applications, particularly in discourse analysis. In Systemic Functional Grammar, 
Halliday’s conceptions of modality have been frequently employed by linguists to 
analyze English discourses. In An Introduction to Functional Grammar, Halliday 
(1994: F41) indicates explicitly that ‘the aim of establishing functional grammar has 
been to construct a grammar for purposes of text analysis: one that would make it 
possible to say sensible and useful things about any text, spoken or written, in modern 
English’. In the framework of critical discourse analysis, texts, spoken or written, are 
taken to be meaningful and coherent social actions, and much attention is attached to 
the ideological aspect of language use. 
Critical discourse analysts hold the common ground on that language use is 
functional in social context and language is both conditioned by social structure and 
structured to construct social reality. 
One common area where we are used to reading spoken language in print is in 
literary writing, especially dialogues in fictions. Literary texts tend to create their own 
context, and they are always fairly self- contained. We, readers, usually accept what we 
find in a literary text and assume that everything there is according to the purposeful 
design of the writer. Very few works of fiction have no dialogue at all, for dialogues 
are usually felt essential for breaking the monotony of lengthy prose sections. More 
importantly, most writers feel that dialogue is the ideal vehicle for revealing the 
personalities of their characters. The style of the dialogue has to reflect the characters 
and the event or plot. If the dialogue is realistic for the audience to be able to identify 
with the characters and to know what is going on, the writer has achieved a great part 
of his or her purpose either to reflect real life or to teach a moral, or to raise awareness, 
or to make readers laugh.  
This thesis aims to investigate the use of modality in the dialogues that appear in 
Native Son, a novel written by Richard Wright, to see how the language is designed or 
chosen to reveal the images of the characters, particularly the protagonist Bigger. The 
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reviewed by linguists and literature critics. In this thesis, however, we will focus on the 
part of ‘what Bigger was saying’, which is expected to be a new perspective to explore 
Bigger’s position in the social context and then to feel the story. By analyzing the use 
of modality in the dialogues between Bigger and different people, we are able to see 
his attitude towards people around him and his interpersonal relationships with them. 
In this regard, the present research is supposed to provide another perspective in 
evaluating and understanding literary works and, on the other hand, serve as 
supporting evidence to the modality theory in the practical discourse analysis. 
The present thesis is composed of an introduction, three chapters and a conclusion. 
Chapter One reviews the study of modality in different dimensions, thus giving a clear 
idea of what modality is. Chapter Two presents key issues of modality in Systemic 
Functional linguistics. Chapter Three is a detailed analysis of modality in the dialogues 
in the novel Native Son. A conclusion is drawn on the basis of the analysis, which sums 
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